Simplified technique for isolation, excystation, and culture of Sarcocystis species from opossums.
Sarcocystis neurona is a protozoan parasite that causes a neurological disease in horses called equine protozoal myeloencephalitis. The route of transmission is speculated to be by fecal-oral transfer of sporocysts shed from opossums. Controversy exists regarding both the natural life cycle for this parasite as well as the species identity of opossum Sarcocystis. To provide stage-specific material for species comparison, 27 opossums from southern Michigan were screened for Sarcocystis spp. sporocysts. Seven opossums were positive for Sarcocystis sporocysts by fecal flotation. A simplified, effective technique for isolation, excystation, and culture of opossum Sarcocystis sp. from mucosal scrapings was developed. All 7 Sarcocystis sp. isolates were successfully cultured to grow long term in equine dermal cells to the merozoite stage. Merozoites were observed between 5 and 15 days after inoculation. In conclusion, opossums shed Sarcocystis sp. sporocysts that may be manipulated to excyst and grow in vitro in equine dermal cell lines to the merozoite stage using the simplified technique described.